Pierre Weiss, with his mysterious molecular field and Weiss magnetons, who explained ferromagnetism? Or was it, as I believe, Werner Heisenberg, with quantum theory? Laughlin misleadingly accuses two unnamed physicists of predicting that superconductors be limited to below 30 K (the actual figure was 40 K), when what they said applied specifically to a particular mechanism for which it is true.
In my experience, which incidentally is greater than Laughlin's, underlying causes often enlighten our conceptual thinking as much as precise numbers do, something that Laughlin seems to deny. After condemning astroparticle types for overemphasizing deep thoughts and broad vistas, he seems to reveal a certain measure of 'particle envy' and distaste for the messy, quarrelsome but absorbing ways of doing the sciences in the real world. What made Bardeen great, as indeed he was,was his stubbornness and experimental taste,and Laughlin dismisses these values.
Those who devour the work of Greene, or decorate their coffee . The doctor's ability to talk to every animal in its own language had a seductive appeal that finds current expression in the widespread belief that the communication systems of animals, from bees to bonobos, are essentially similar to human language. So we should be able to learn their languages or, just as good, they could learn ours. Stephen Anderson pours cold water on this belief, arguing convincingly that it is a delusion.
He provides a masterly overview of what is currently known about the communicative abilities of a wide range of creatures: the dance of honeybees, the communicative croaking of frogs, the warning cries of monkeys, and the remarkable cognitive abilities of bonobos and parrots. Much of this is superficially familiar from other popular accounts, but Anderson's synthesis provides illuminating comparisons with the infinitely more sophisticated resources of human language, whether spoken or signed. There are undeniable parallels between humans and other animals, but the differences are equally striking and confirm the view that our language is qualitatively different from theirs.
Bees famously indicate the direction, distance and quality of sources of pollen to their fellow workers by means of a 'waggle dance' , which is often taken to show that they have a 'cognitive map' of the local terrain. In a meticulous dissection of the properties of this dance,Anderson undermines this claim, showing that the bees'perception of distance is largely a function of differences in their visual experience. When bees are made to fly through tunnels with visual patterns on the walls, the distance they indicate corresponds to the complexity of the pattern to which they have been exposed. The dance, then, reflects the bees'subjective experience, rather than a map of the external world.
We are evolutionarily rather remote from bees; closer parallels to human language and how we learn it can be found in birds. Current views of first-language acquisition in children treat it as a process of selection, rather than instruction. Humans are born with a set of principles known as 'universal grammar' that define the notion of possible The maxim that the best science possesses an artistic grace has probably never been applied to the down-and-dirty world of palaeontology. We are evolutionarily closer to birds than to bees, but we are closer still to other primates. Their systems of communication, however, are less similar to human language than is popularly supposed. Vervet monkeys have distinct alarm calls for leopards, eagles and snakes. These calls can be extended to new types of threat -humans, for instance -and they are under some degree of voluntary control, yet they do not seem to 'refer' to the respective animals in the way we refer with our language. The calls can affect behaviour but not knowledge. Similarly, attempts to teach American Sign Language to chimpanzees have made it clear that, although human infants read intentions into the actions of others, chimps never do.
To complement his critique of 'animal language' ,Anderson also outlines what is special about human language: in a word, syntax. Our vocabularies are dramatically larger than those of other animals, and our sound systems are more complex, but the essential design property of human language is syntax -the way we use combinations of words to convey meaning. This concept is alien to the communication systems of other species.
What animals learn is impressive and their cognitive abilities may be remarkable. But they never master anything like a human language and seem incapable of doing so: the complexity of their grammar is not remotely comparable to ours. This complexity is exemplified at length in the book, but two examples should suffice. First, the essence of syntax is recursion: the possibility of including one sentence inside another ad infinitum. Anderson's elegant book contains a host of other insights and observations. He concludes that, just as the dance of bees, the song of birds and the calls of monkeys are unique to their respective species, so human language is unique to us. In The Ancestor's Tale (Weidenfeld & Nicolson), Richard Dawkins "views species as pilgrims marching into the past, joining each other genetically on a 3-billion-year journey to evolution's Canterbury: the first 'replicator'". Jerry Coyne (Nature 431, 903-904; 2004) .
In Matters of Substance (Penguin, Allen Lane), Griffith Edwards presents a lucid account of drug use and control, taking the radical view that the effect of any drug is just as dependent on the social, historical and psychological context as on its chemical structure.
In The Earth (HarperCollins), Richard Fortey "offers a clear, graphic and entertaining exposition of the manner in which, over an eon, the observed geological phenomena have achieved their present state. And he forcefully reminds us that events remotely embedded in deep time may yet be highly relevant as determinants for the lifestyles of modern human communities." Gordon L. Herries Davies (Nature 428, 697-698; 2004) . 
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